







ow	 does	 selling	 50p	 toasted	 sandwiches	 to	 predominantly	 drunk	 students	 on	
Friday	 nights	 in	 a	 small	 university	 town	 relate	 to	 the	 universal	 and	 sacrificial	
love	Christ	has	for	us?	As	a	non-religious	person	who	grew	up	in	the	UK	I	have	
had	to	sing	hymns,	say	prayers,	and	occasionally	attend	church	for	most	of	my	life.	Yet,	I	had	
never	 stopped	 to	 consider	 what	 it	 really	 means	 from	 a	 Christian	 perspective	 to	 ‘walk	 in	
love’,	or	that	‘Christ	loved	us’.	This	project	entails	my	confrontation	with	these	concepts,	my	










During	my	project	 I	 volunteered	at	 the	Toastie	Bar	 two	 full	 nights,	 attended	a	 committee	
meeting,	 conducted	 formal	 interviews	 with	 three	 Toastie	 Bar	 committee	 members,	 one	
interview	 with	 a	 Toastie	 Bar	 volunteer,	 as	 well	 as	 countless	 informal	 chats	 with	 other	
committee	members,	past	committee	members,	and	volunteers.	While	I	am	indebted	to	all	
members	of	the	Toastie	Bar	for	their	enthusiastic	support	in	this	project,	I	would	particularly	









a	 group.	 Anyone	who	wanted	 to	 offer	 a	 prayer	was	 able	 to,	 and	 each	 lasted	 a	 couple	 of	
minutes.	 Prayers	 generally	 thanked	 God	 for	 the	 opportunity	 to	 serve	 the	 town	 through	
Toastie	 Bar,	 asked	 that	 the	 night	 would	 go	 smoothly,	 asked	 that	 our	 conversations	 with	
people	buying	Toasties	would	go	well,	and	acknowledged	 that	we	were	doing	Toastie	Bar	
not	for	ourselves	but	for	God.	We	then	decided	on	roles,	which	consisted	of	advertising	the	
Toastie	 Bar	 outside	 the	 Student	Union,	 taking	 the	 Toastie	 orders	 at	 the	 church	 entrance,	
taking	 the	 orders	 to	 the	 kitchen,	 preparing	 the	 toasties	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 and	 serving	 the	
toasties.	 This	 last	 role	 includes	 another	 aspect	which	 is	 fundamental	 to	 the	 Toastie	Bar	 –	
engaging	 in	 conversation	 with	 the	 Toastie	 Bar’s	 customers.	 These	 conversations	 are	 not	
always,	 but	 are	 aimed	 to	 address	 ‘deeper’	 questions	 in	 life,	 and	 will	 ideally	 lead	 to	
theological	discussion.	This	element	 is	so	 integral	 to	Toastie	Bar	that	roles	such	as	kitchen	

























“warm	place”	 for	 students	 and	 less	 “hectic”	 than	 St	 Andrews’	 bars	 according	 to	Alasdair.	
This	 gives	 the	 Toastie	 Bar,	 as	 Jessica	 puts	 it,	 an	 “easy	 going”	 atmosphere.	 This	 was	
something	I	 found	was	also	felt	by	St	Andrews	students.	On	a	shift	advertising	the	Toastie	









Christian	 students	 creates	 an	 environment	 where	 Christianity	 is	 accessible	 to	 these	
students.	 Shayo	 described	 the	 Toastie	 Bar	 as	 providing	 “a	 non-judgmental	 environment”	
where	 people	 can	 “drop	 in	 just	 for	 a	 chat”.	 He	 also	 suggested	 that	 “Church	 is	 a	 bit	 too	
formal”	 for	 people	 first	 discovering	 Christianity	 suggesting	 that	 Toastie	 Bar	 provides	 an	
outlet	that	is	more	accessible	for	some	people.	
Luhrmann	(2012)	argues	that	experience	of	communicating	with	God	 in	prayers	should	be	





the	way	Christians	 themselves	experience	prayer,	and	 limits	 further	analysis.	 Instead	 I	will	
argue	 that	prayer	 should	be	viewed	 in	 terms	of	 social	 communication,	 firstly	because	 this	
most	accurately	 reflects	how	my	 informants	 viewed	prayer.	 For	 them	“prayer	 is	 the	main	

















prayer	 “humbles	 you”,	 and	 “takes	 away	 the	 temptation	 to	 feel	 big-headed	 about	 what	
you’re	doing”.	This	changes	the	context	from	one	of	personal	charity	to	one	of	serving	God.	
Applying	 critical	 discourse	 analysis	 to	 Toastie	Bar	 prayer,	 has	 shown	how	 “social	 contexts	




experiences.	 While	 I	 did	 not	 feel	 in	 a	 relationship	 with	 God	 in	 the	 way	 my	 informants	
described,	 praying	 with	 the	 Toastie	 Bar	 before	 and	 after	 the	 night,	 as	 well	 as	 at	 the	
committee	meeting,	 I	would	say	 is	what	most	made	me	realise	that	Toastie	Bar	was	more	








God,	we	can	analyse	 the	way	 it	 constantly	 reframes	Christian	experience.	Whether	or	not	
someone	 prays,	 and	 the	 precisely	 how	 they	 pray	 depends	 on	 a	 person’s	 social	 context.	
While	 the	 conversation	 with	 God	 was	 described	 as	 continuous,	 praying	 in	 Toastie	 Bar,	
praying	 in	other	Christian	groups,	and	prayer	meetings	between	different	Christian	groups	
will	 have	 different	 social	 contexts.	 Viewing	 prayer	 socially	 is	 able	 to	 explore	 the	 specific	
ways	in	which	these	contexts	shape	and	are	shaped	by	prayer.	Furthermore	it	explains	how	





and	 gave	 himself	 up	 for	 us”	 (Ephesians	 5:2).	 This	 verse	 was	 written	 on	 a	 medium	 sized	
whiteboard	in	the	centre	of	the	wall	that	you	face	when	entering	the	church	hall.	As	a	non-
Christian,	 to	me	 love	 is	 a	 psychological	 state,	 or	 the	 abstract	 notion	 of	 this	 psychological	
state,	 and	 so	 I	 struggled	 at	 first	 to	 understand	 the	 full	 relevance	 of	 this	 verse	 to	 serving	
toasties.	However	for	Toastie	Bar	members	love,	or	at	least	God	and	Jesus’	love	is	conceived	
differently.	 For	 the	 rest	 of	 this	 ethnography	 I	 will	 explore	my	 informant’s	 conceptions	 of	
love,	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 Toastie	 Bar,	 and	 will	 not	 consider	 other	 types	 of	 love,	 such	 as	
romantic	 love.	While	my	informants	were	vocal	 in	talking	about	God’s	 love,	the	concept	 is	
explainable,	 but	 in	 some	ways	 irreducible,	 since	 God	 and	 Jesus’	 love	 is	 something	which	
they,	and	potentially	anyone	can	directly	experience.	In	order	to	present	this	concept	to	the	




My	 first	 night	 volunteering	 at	 the	 Toastie	 Bar	 I	 was	 struck	 by	 the	 amount	 of	 ways	 they	
helped	 people	 in	 need.	 Besides	 just	 providing	 a	 warm	 place,	 providing	 cheap	 food	 and	
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putting	out	water,	 I	was	 told	 they	often	walked	people	home	 if	 they	needed	help	getting	
back.	I	also	witnessed	them	looking	after	someone	who	was	extremely	drunk,	and	when	it	
was	 clear	he	was	not	 recovering	 they	 called	an	ambulance.	 Toastie	Bar	members	 actively	
look	out	for	people	who	need	help,	either	physically	or	emotionally.	My	impression	after	my	
first	 night	 was	 the	 Toastie	 Bar	 uses	 its	 status	 as	 a	 well-known	 and	much	 loved	 Christian	
organisation	 to	draw	people	who	were	physically	unsafe	or	needed	emotional	 support	 so	
they	 could	 provide	 help.	 When	 I	 was	 reflecting	 on	 my	 notes	 before	 my	 second	 week	
volunteering	 I	 realised	 that	 I	 had	 missed	 a	 lot	 of	 clues	 that	 showed	 that	 Toastie	 Bar	





Alasdair	 described	 it	 as	 “not	 an	 aimless	 love,	 we	 have	 a	 purpose	 for	 loving	 and	 that’s	
because	we	were	 first	 loved	 by	 God”.	 As	my	 informants	 identify	 the	 love	 shown	 in	 their	
actions	with	the	theological	concept	of	love,	I	will	therefore	explore	Toastie	Bar’s	actions	by	
placing	“the	act	in	an	intelligible	and	more	inclusive	context	of	meaning”	(Weber	1978:	8).	
The	 love	 that	 the	 Toastie	 Bar	 allowed	my	 informants	 to	 carry	 out	 followed	 a	 theological	
narrative.	 Jessica	 told	me	 that	 “if	 you	 think	 about	 how	 Jesus	 loved	 us	 […	 he]	 loved	 in	 a	
practical	way	–	he	washed	the	disciples’	feet”.	This	implies	that	she	experiences	the	actions	
that	 I	 would	 consider	 solely	 in	 terms	 of	 ‘physical	 and	 emotional	 support’	 as	 also	
encapsulating	this	concept	of	practical	love.	Jessica	also	told	me	that	“the	love	we	show	to	
others	should	be	sacrificial”.	While	not	on	the	same	scale,	 to	“walk	 in	 love	as	Christ	 loved	
us”	means	to	show	the	same	type	of	love	that	in	Christian	belief	Jesus	showed.	Fergus	also	
mentioned	 the	 universal	 aspect	 of	 Jesus’	 love	 in	 their	 actions	 in	 the	 Toastie	 Bar	 as	 they	
“show	 love	 to	 people,	 even	 people	 who	 are	 rude”.	 By	 understanding	 the	 Toast	 Bar’s	
theological	views	of	Christ,	we	can	see	love	as	practical,	universal	and	sacrificial.	In	viewing	
religion	as	people	experience	it,	rather	than	as	recognised	in	religious	institutions,	McGuire	
sees	 ‘lived	 religion’	 as	 “constituted	 by	 the	 practices	 by	 which	 people	 remember,	 share,	
enact,	adapt,	and	create	the	‘stories	out	of	which	they	live’”,	and	constituted	through	how	
these	 stories	 are	 enacted	 (McGuire	 2007:	 16).	 As	 my	 informants	 identify	 the	 love	 that’s	
contained	in	their	actions	in	Toastie	Bar	with	their	theological	concept	of	 love,	we	can	see	
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enter	 into	the	same	relationship	they	experienced	with	God.	The	emphasis	 that	 individual	
Toastie	Bar	members	placed	on	the	two	forms	of	love	varied	depending	on	their	theological	
background.	 For	 example	 where	 Fergus	 saw	 that	 “the	 two	 aims	 go	 together”	 but	
emphasised	 the	 second	 form	of	 love	 as	 the	more	 important,	 Alasdair	 saw	 showing	God’s	
love	through	actions	as	making	“a	much	bigger	impact”.	The	difference	between	these	two	
forms	was	much	more	a	matter	of	emphasis	than	a	matter	of	content,	and	as	Alasdair	said,	
Toastie	Bar	members	“still	 come	around	 the	 same	goal	–	 the	 same	 love”.	By	 showing	 the	
narratives	through	which	Toastie	Bar	members	understand	their	actions	we	have	gained	an	
understanding	of	these	concepts.	Reflecting	how	my	informants	talked	about	love,	we	have	







For	 Christian	 readers	 I	 hope	 this	 ethnography	 will	 provide	 a	 new	 perspective	 on	 actions	
which	 form	an	 integral	 part	 of	 their	 lives.	 For	 non-Christian	 readers	 I	 hope	 it	will	 help	 to	
normalise	Christian	practices	and	concepts	which	are	difficult	to	understand	for	people	who	
have	not	directly	experienced	God’s	love	or	entered	into	a	relationship	with	God.	For	myself	





representing	 Christianity,	 I	 was	 unable	 to	 fill	 this	 role	 as	 I	 am	 not	 in	 a	 communicative	
relationship	with	God	myself,	and	so	am	unable	to	spread	this	to	others.	To	me	personally	
the	 Toastie	 Bar’s	 value	 still	 lies	 in	 the	 physical	 and	 emotional	 support	 it	 provides	 to	
vulnerable	students	on	a	Friday	night.	However	through	the	process	of	this	project	I	am	able	
to	see	another	side	of	Christian	action.	 I	am	now	less	 inclined	to	see	prayer	as	a	ritual,	or	
something	Christians	do	because	 they	 ‘believe’	 it	will	 have	effects,	but	 see	 it	 is	 a	 form	of	
social	 action,	 even	when	done	 in	 private,	 as	 it	 constantly	 reshapes	 social	 contexts.	 I	 now	
understand	that	Jesus’	 love	 is	not	merely	symbolic	of	the	sort	of	attitude	that	 it	would	be	
nice	to	have	towards	each	other,	but	is	something	experienced	by	Christians	that	motivates	
their	actions	in	ways	which	can	be	separate	from	religious	institutions,	and	are	not	always	
immediately	obvious.	With	prayer	shaping	the	context	and	Jesus’	love	providing	meaning	to	
actions,	Toastie	Bar	workers	walk	in	love	as	Christ	loved	us.	
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